Red blood cell alterations in systemic sclerosis: a pilot study.
The aim of this work was to investigate whether systemic oxidative imbalance that occurs in patients with systemic sclerosis affects red blood cell integrity. Reactive oxygen species, intracellular content of total thiols and molecules involved in red blood cell aging (e.g., glycophorin A, band 3, CD47 and phosphatidylserine externalization), have been analyzed in erythrocytes from 39 patients with systemic sclerosis and 30 healthy donors by using flow and static cytometry. Analyses were carried out taking into account the two clinical subsets of scleroderma: diffuse cutaneous sclerosis and limited cutaneous sclerosis. A significant reduction (p<0.05) of intracellular total thiols and a significant loss (p<0.01) of glycophorin A, band 3 and CD47 was found in red blood cells from patients with limited cutaneous sclerosis. Conversely, a significant increase (p<0.01) of reactive oxygen species levels and CD47 expression was found in red blood cells from patients with diffuse cutaneous sclerosis. Phosphatidylserine externalization was significantly increased both in patients with limited and diffuse disease. Importantly, this increase was related with disease severity and nailfold capillaroscopy. Altogether these results suggest a reappraisal of the red blood cells as useful markers in the clinical management of the disease.